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MOCA faces crucial choice
Six architectural firms compele Tor high-visibility assignment

Tuesaday, April 04, 2006

Steven Litt
Plain Dealer Architecture Critic

It's only April, but if Cleveland had an award for architectural client of the year, the Museum of
Conlemgorany A Cleveland already would be a very strong conlender,

The muselm announced in December fhat it plans te move from a low-visibility lecation in Midicwn o a
spectacular site a mile east in University Circle at the intersection of Euclid Avenue and Mayfield Road

The new MOS8 will enchor & larger effort by Case Western Resanse University to trensform & dead zone of

parking lots and drab sterefronts into what it is calling an Arts and Retal District

The project = part of & nabonal trend in which universibes are reaching oulside their campuses o revitalize

treir surraundngs, By June, Case hopes to pick a developer, at which paint MOCH also hopes o have
chaosen an architect for its new building.

Ewveryone in the city, if not the region, has a stake in the Case/MOCA venture. With 40 culbural, madical and

educational msttutions, University Circle is the place most ikely to give birth to new, knowledge-basad
industries of the future,

But the district, four miles esst of dovwntown, will resch its potential only if it's a truly Ively place. University

Circle lsn't there yeal. That means it needs a stellar perfarmance Tram every instiution thal has the power o

shape he fulure,

MOCA is on rack. The museum recently namowed its search for a designer to six emerging architecture

firms fram England and the United States with a strong, fereard-looking orientation. Any one of them could

give the institution & fresh, vibrant contemporary landmark.

The contenders are: Foreign Office Architects, London; Michesl Malkzen Architects, Loa Angeles; Office d&,

Boston; and Reiser + Umemato, SHoPF Architects and Studio MD&, all of Mew York

Images al their wark wenlt an view Frday at Kenl State University's Urban Design Collabaratve at B20
Prosgect fve | Claveland, and will stay up through Monday, May 15 A vides installabon of fe same
images will open Friday af MOCA and also will be on view through May 15

Collectively, the firms represent a host of new formal and shyistic possibilities, from knife-edged geometries

to flowing, biomorphic shapes or skeletal structures that display the forces of waight and mass.

But what really counts is that MOCA's approach is creatve. [t's not eimply hitching ifs reputation to senior-
level architectural stars such as Frank Gehry, Daniel Libeskind or Peter Eisenman.

Mor is the museum buckling under the usual pressure to hire a kaal designar, Cleveland has some fine
architects But few, if any, are capable of providing the kind of statement MOQCA neads, In any case,
MOCA's job is to introduce Tresh ideas from outside the city, the state and the region
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MOCA directer Jill Sryder saye the rmugaum wants “to praduce an eanic building that is a significant
architectural landmark for Cleveland internaticnslly.”

Just as impoant, she says, s e recognition that this commigsion could be a breakthrough praject Tar amy
one of the firrms we are considering, We really embrace that and think It's so consistant wilh our mission of
supporting and commissEoning new creative work."

This is & wery un-Cleveland philosophy, which makes it espacially impaortant mow. For mest of its history,
Cleveland has been an echo chamizer for established ideas imported from other, more progressiva cities.

I fairness, Clevelands deeply ingrained conservatism has endawed it with beautiful lsndmarks, fram the
Meoclagsica bulldings araund the downtawn Mall fo Severance Hall and the Cleveland Musaum af A

But the city has balked at chances to be truly innovative Frank Lloyd Wright, Louis Sullivan and Ludwig
Mies van der Rohe never found dients here, even though they were only a shod distance away in Chicage.

Progressive Corp. couldn't arousa local gowvarnment suppart in the 19805 whan it propesad building s
skyscraper on the lakefront designed by Gehry at an aarlier stage in his career, bafore he achieved stardom
with the Guggenheim Museum in Bilbaa, Spain.

A decade kater, cvic leaders acquiesced when the Rack and Rall Hall of Farme and Museum hired LM, Pel,
ther well aut af his prirme, 1o design what sheuld have been & breakout buildng by @ younger designer

Case later hired Gehry to design the Peter B, Lewis Building for the Weatherhead School of Managemsni.
But that was affer Gehry already was gelling rave reviews for the Guggenhbeim in Bilbag

More recently, Case built a series of new dorm buildings called the Village at 115 that exemplify the very
latest thinking in strest-friendly urbanism and energy-saving technology. Haw iranic that the whole camplex
iz wrapped In collegiate Gothic anchitecture airmed at evoking nestalga for the past

MCCA, in contrast, wants {o address the architeciural possibiities of the present, and it's the perfect
institution fo do S0

Since it was founded in 1968 a5 the Mew Gallery, MOCA has championed art that's edgy, sexy and
provocative. Under co-founding drectors Marjoria Talalay and Mina Castelli Sundell, MOCA did far mors to
advance the cause of conterngorary art than the more staid and infinitely more wealthy Cleveland Musaum
of Art

Despite the excellence of its exhibions, aflendance al MODA has lagged in the low 20,000 as & result of
the institution's low visibility location on the secand Naar of the Cleveland Flay House cemplex at 8501
Camepe Ave

& naw and more visible locaton in University Circle, st a couple Blocks from the Cleveland Mussum of Art
could double, if not tiple, MOCA's audience.

The architectural possibilities for a new MOCA, presented by the six finalists, are tantalizing:

Farsign Office Architects recently completed its new Yokoharna Infernational Port Terminal in Japan, a
struciure that doubles as a peer and & an urban park and |5 a8 plece of clvie infrastructure, 8 structural fowr
de force and & work of an,

Michael Maltzan, a former associate of Gehry's who designed & temparary home for the Musawm of Modern
Art in Queens, MY, i5 3 poet of lean, geometric forms bathed in light

Markus Dochantschi of Studo MDA, who worked for Zaha Hadid &s the project architect far the recently
completed Conterngorary Art Center in Cincinneti, i= establishing his own creative idantity. Amang his
newsest designs s a plan for an unbuill, miked-use bulding in Dublin, Ireland, shaped in prafile like a giant
arm benl at the albaw
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Reiser + Umemota revel in exposed structural systems, such as that of a delicate, latticelike bridge for a
park in Tawan or the twisting concrete blades of an unusual skylight proposed for the Children's Mugeum in
Pittsiurgh

Oiffice dA is known for explonng the richly expressive propertes of matenak. A gatehouse for an arlists
community outside Beipng has brick facades that resemble a rich textile. The fimi's Interfaith Chapel &t
Mortheastarn University uses metal, wood and other matenals to create a sacred atmosphere in & worship
space Used by more than 14 religious groups on camgus,

SHoP Architects piggybacked an expansion atop an existing apartment building in Lower Manhattan,
creating an eve-catching pxtapoesition of new and ofid

S far, MOCA has raised 35 million for its new museum, which will encompass 35,000 square feat owerall,
with 10,000 aquare feet of gallery space.

Snyder doesnt want 1o estimate total project costs undll after the musaum has chosan a designer, which 1S
wige &l thig paint. But the final cost sasily could be 320 reilion ar mare

If the project succesds — and there's every reason to believe it will - it could shaw haw Clevaland can face
the future with a8 new confidence. By taking an imventive approach to the search for an architect, the
museum has departed from the city's cautious, consarvative mind-set and sat an example well worth
following. This is & momant to savar.

To reach this Plein Desler reporter:
gitt@plaing com, 218-000-4136
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